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"Personal famity nawatives are really great because they
show a diversity of families. Diversity is the way to go for
peoplc;'MonoeulfaYe doesn't work. Thenyou get this grey

amorphous mo.ss of mediocrity to set a creative standard
by."

$



This zine on family langUage emerged from a capstone
class I did in myr-rndergfraduate womea's studies
pro6pam. TIre idea of fa,milylangUage eacompasses the
words and terms we use to describe fa,milymembers and
our relatioaships to them. Family la:rgUa€e was not a new
topic of engagement for me, but I don't h.ow if I ever
would have expaaded upon mJr own personal experiences
with it, if not for this projecb.

When l was eight from
male to ferrale and tJre process of describing m5rfamily
eoryrections through lan€ua€e became compllcated. in a
way they never had been before. In the fourteen years
since then, r have internalJJrreflected and. had couniless
eonversations with my fa,mily aboubtJre many factors
that shape the language we use.

I had. the opportunity to choose a topic for my
research project, I was dralrm to this because I was
curious about whether langUa,ge was a.n importa,nt topic
for other queer fa,milies. This project has provided a
to explore thlg different dSma,rnies of familylang[a€e in
addition to my own experiences. Over the cor:rse of two
months, I interviewed eleven different people and gained
numerous insights from their experienoes with. lanflua{le
and fa,mily. AII of the quotes found in the zine that are in
italics a,re from these participants. Aceompanyin€ tJrese
quotes, I have tried to sum up, h my or/grrl r,witing, general
tJremes and idea,s from tJre interwiews. Thank you to
everlrone who sh.ared with me in this process. I have
learned a tnemendous a,mount and through this zine I .
hope to share in some of tJris learnin€|.
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Langua€e is socially corlstructed, a.nd once nrles of

gfgla€efrave been apphedthey have a h,qbit qf t

sef-validatin€l ana seU-perpetuating' Despite its

cha,ngesinlaJlgua€ethatseektoaddlessitsinadequacies

constructed. natr:re, it canbe hard to ima€ine new

possibiliHes, or to be regard'ed' as le$itimate when the old

*fes of langua€e d-o not apply' "Forwhen a societyha's

d.elbloped a particular pattern for meanin$' those who do

not abid.e by it are bein€lunreasonable in its terms"

(Spend.er, 1980, 5)- In spite of this, the rules of tan€lua€e

are broken. at times. We have colllltless examples of

"Language is not a theoretical problem; it is a lived issue.
And because of that there is a kind of immediacy to it. Do
you know what I mean? Peopte are dealtng with life daily
on the fly and they don't always have the luxury of
reflecting on gender roles, theoretically, in the safety, if
you wiII, of a women and gender studies class' I mean
people's jobs are on the line, people's families are on the
Iine, in some cases their lives can be on the line, because
of the terrible violence that still is directed towards same-
sex and transgender people:

and. misrepresentations.
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La,ngua€e holds cultural knowledge and. through it we
communicate more thanjust the word.s we speak.,
Laagua€e shapes mea.n ing a.nd eonnects, id entifi.es,
expla'ins, and classifies others and. the worrd around us.
"Socia1 relations are mediated through langua€e_
everSrthingwe do and think, we do througfh language-and
thus analysis of language ca.n be seen as a clear ind.ex of
the wayindividuals negotiate with social forces" (Mills &
Mullany, eOII, l).

Certain identities are legitimated and priviteged by
havin€ €rccess to commonplace langra€le. If people are not,
validated or represented. by langua,ge, they either rnust
decide to work rririthin the parameters of the tanguage
available to them, or they must bend and stretch
Ian€Uage to fit themselves a,nd their relationships. Ttris is
not a.n easytask, workinglwithinlansta€ie is often
inadequate a.nd challerglng language ean be
overwhelmingl. "La,ngUa€e is not an insigfnificant
dimension. To be inferior when it comes to la,n€lua€ie is to
be frequently discounted'(Spender, 1980. IO). LangUa€e,
or lack of lan€lua€le, plays a signiflca,nt role in creatingi

How d.o these id.eas about the power of la,ngua€e applytofamilies?



X'or those of us w se:nral
nuclear family mode1, we have rarely been well_
represented or fncluded in farnily langUage and
naffatives. If we recoEfrrize this and work toward.s
language that incorporates a multiplicity of id.entities, we
ca.n send the messa{le that these family connections and
identities should be respected and.legitimized.. rn elacquie
Gabbs stud5r on resbiaa motherhood., she quotes x'irestone,
who says, "[o]ur commr:nity shorrtd fulfill its
responsibility to provide our fa,milies with tJre neeessary
words to d.escribe our reatity...[h]aving nouns to
accurately describe who we are could assert the
credibility our relationshlps deserwe" (2OOS, p. 596).
This is not a.n insigniftcant messa€e to send, as marrJr
queer fa,milies sfin fight against diqcrimination, in
langua€e and beyond,, that seeks to invalidate their
relationships.

Language gets complicatedwhenyou don't have the
standard st er eotypic aI tw o-p ar ent family. _

?
o)

3

h
O

Y

)xes
fice

irE mS
/ f F

' .8 q-.F

SEE
"-{ ,F

,:-g E
5_V {

F*J4

H* d
X.Y f ,
sEir*igstgfi rgEsi

>A q)

* Qr)

,l c)
OO'l-

r this
we..to 9-b

EV)
i ; -

gEtE gg'g:



t
Fi

Scr "I feel like it is hard.

o describe rny familY withthe

iIable

When terms are not readily available to describe our

fa,milies, it caJ} become aecessarJr to tell narratives to

proper$r explain our connections. Tel]ing these

nanatives can require a witliugness to share more

personal information ttran is comfortable or socially

acceptable. However, this depth of informat'ion is often

required. to feel like our realities are respected and

honor:red.. It takes ener€5r, time, and. ssmetimes tnrst to

tell people these namatives, a,nd so many of us decide on a

situation speciflc basis about what we will share. we carl

use various terms and different levels of lan€Ua€e a,nd'

narratives to adjust to the lnnd of situation we are in and

the people we are ['a.'lking to.
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TATIren we first try to share about our faffrily coruIections,
it can be a very emotiona^l a,nd selective process. TTle
differences that separate ourfamilies from "normative
fa,milies" cr.n seem very large and significant, a,nd the
need to protect our fa,mily and ourselves through silence
can be strong. However, once we have moved pa"st some
of these fea,rs, the need. to stay silent and "in the closet"
ean be broken down in manSrways. IAIe can realize that
evea if we do not have proper terms or lan€lua€ie, it is just
as much our right, as a,rly other fa,mily, to talk about the
people who we care about deeply. Sharing or:r family
namatives can be a moment to break down negative
assumptions about non-tnad.itional fa,milies a,nd
destabilize the norms about who makes a good pareat,
sibling, shi'|fl, partner etc.

"If people asked me what was it ltke to be raised by gay

parents, its like, weII what was it like to be raised by

straight parents?...They could have been horrible parenl

and gay. They weren't they were wonderful parents, but

that wasn't because they were gay."



"sometimes I don't want to teII the narrative of my family
because I ge.t such a sensational response. And sometimes
it E easier to just sfick with inadequate words than to

feid that sensationalism by opening up. I think the
sensational response, even when it comes from people
who are well-intentioned is another form of
discrimination ag ainst my family. "

Se:ruality, gender, and relationship status, are not
monolittric defining factors for an5rbody. And yet, when
we une aon-heteronormative characteristics to describe
our fa,rnilies, malrJr people can hear little else. Remember
the,t it is not your obliglationto respond to people's
cr:riosity or put up with sensationalism about your famify
connections. Our personal namatives are our own, a,:ndwe
a,re never obliglated to use ttrrem to engage wittr ottrers.

il-"rpit" tfte power of sharing our narratives, it is also imp.ortant

to remember it is not an obligation' Often queer identities

T rithin a fa,nily ean be metwit'h sensationalized'

responses. T/V:henwe use cer'tain words to d'escribe our

family members, such &s, €&V, trans, polyamorous' etc''

we ca,nbe exposed. to a consumptive and inappropriate

crrriosityabouthowthatpartoftJreiridentityaffects
their relationstrip to us. This saro be hurtfl:l and

Lso reinforces the bina'rYfrtrstratin€ito say ttre least, and a'l

-ffi,-rneteronormative identities as "normal', a,nd gueer

fa,milymemberssiffiL



I letyou' It is none oy

your business' It is and it isn't' We have to bevery careful'
+a t+*+tr>? Qrl rup hnve tO be VefY'Does 

hewqnt ttts Pursory}W,W
carefuI."-o.

uIf you are openJy transgender it comes with a kind of

freedom. But that is not for everybody- And if you do not
want to be openly transgender, you can often become

discontinuous withyour past. So aII of a sudden my ex-
wife becomes my ex-husband, and there are aII kinds of
transfers of gender roles and information that
occur...Because I have sought normalcy in my life, then

my narrative has to be one where I literally reconstruct
my past and feel the pressure in doing that. And of
course that also means that if we are together we aII
have to get our stories straight about what the past is.

Andyet the allernative is toprovide people with
conflicting information, which makes them think
immediately, what is going on here? And that can
actually put the narrative of the transgen4gre4
risk."

t hasn't always been wfgto share. My need to share,
hichhassornetfu ellee4Jherapeutic,hasb_e,et1
overridden by my need to protect and respect others right
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The collective nature of our family stories can compricate' .g [.E E
when we are open to sharing our namatives a",d when we A F gEvyv qs vl,e'.r. r/r, Drreu-rlr8 our narratlvgs ancL when we b h H E
need to respect the privacy of members of our family. i: E Tf
There are no easy answers about how to navigate the iE ;:,=
interconnected rearity of our family stories, but rather, a i:f;,E ;process of negotiarion a,:rd .-u""r;'"*;;;? ffi#:::1"1" i H€.i1inadequacies of 1angUa€le, which fait to define our i F ii il
relationships in ways that ensure the safety, comfort arra $ 

- -8 H r
privacy for our family members, ca,n put pressure on us
to physically or psychologrcally distanee ourselves from
our families. However, the safety that dlsta'ce seems to
offer can also be sought by different avenues, such as
bein€ open to using a plurality of terms s.nd. na,matives,
and having a willinfiness to check-in with farnlry a'd be
flexible.

>q)
!U

. :>

C.(n

-9o-
ng
(nx
9ff

.a rS

o
h.9

-
3

3

(cc)
,.4 >

UI
'50 .9

x(
F:

-c?'<V,(
- '  a

- l tc

(Di

O

-th
j

4

c)
P

tc)
t?,
l !
l3



Nhefu Lanjuo1ff

ur
t

ffi
$"& W

-  - f

-As 
ma,ny of rts are well awar", it ir aifn"nfi t" thi"k or use

q

the English lanllualie without retying on the gender ,/
binartr. LangUage does not hold much room for people
who do not identifywith elther gender, or have more
fluiditywithin their gender. It is difficult to introduce or
connect ourselves to someone without usin€ the gender
binary. Byusrng the plural pronoun, "they", or non-
gendered identifi.ers like child, parent, or siblin$, we often
invoke confusion.

"I feel-trapped sometimes. you\e heard me say this
before, because I think our language places way too
much importance on gender."

.Q
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There cs.n be invisibilityin the experiences end identities
of tnans or gend.er queer people within 

"* 
fr,rrgtr"gi ;most fa,rn'y words only give us the ma'e or femare;;t""

t Tgry lryjytch tuom aunr ro g44q,4eagh!er ro son.
girlfriend to boyfriend, a person's trans or queer identity
is not ftrlly recognized.

Ilrhat do moments of invisibility or silence tell us in
tangua€e? Authors such as Adrienne Rich view moments
of silence witbin langga€e as a form of discrimination;
"[i]n a world where langUa€e and aa,rnin€l are power,
silence is oppression, is violenee" (quoted in Spender,
1980, 59). Silences within langUa€e can also be seen as
spaces of opportunity, where id.entities a.nd roles are not
rigidly deflned n.nd constrained.

IMhetherwe see the silences in our ta,ngua€e around.non-
traditiona,l families a,nd heteronormative identities as
forms of discriminatior[, a,9 sp€rces of unscripted freedom,
or as somewhere inbetween. fhere are marrJrmoments
where our lan€lua€le cannot account for the nua,nces of
our ld.eatities and connections; T/llhat we do with these - -
spaces of silence and areas of lingfuistic limbo is
reallyfnatters.
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is never done. But is life's work ever done? That is the

"There fs a difference between having my children at
home with me and being able to express fuII love
each other in a way that is direct and immediate as
compared to when we go out into the 'outside world' or
'sacial world'. V{here people are, in a sense, Iooking for
more information about our relationship and making
assumptiolrs. .So I think I would say the relations inside
the house are much more cordial and, in a sense, more
easily managed because we have the reality of the love
and of wha we are."

try not ta put labels on him when I am wfth ffi

toqether."

because the labels that I use might be passe by the time I
use them. so I try to be as open as I can to the fact that it
k a fluid journey and I have no idea when he is 40 who
he'II be or where he wilt be, but we wiII be there

"t know that througTthe rest of oir t*es tanguage is
going to be a medtation. And I think this work, ii a sense,

whole idea. And we shourd just b,e gratefur that we,are Ar,
hapw, healthy and enjoy the process.',



Many of us reco€lnize that this will be an

whieh will never be fi.nished or complete. Throu$hout

lives ever5r singile one of us wiII chaa€e enormouslyl 59

the id.ea of havin8 si€Fifiers that remain stable, to

represent shifting relationships and fluid identitiesl

seems illo€ical. It is or:r openness and commitmegt

a4justin€l and chan€lin€f with or:r fa^milies that gfounds

our relationship to langfua$e. The love, care a,nd respect

that we hotd for these people, will always mean more

any words that we use.

tirnes, our relationships are much more profound. than
the lanlluaffe we use to d.escribe them. fhe love and
within those relationships strongly outcompetes any
issues we may face in defiaing them. r anybhing, those
ltabasy moments within tanguage can strengithen our
relationships by rernindirrgf us to not take for granted. the\
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Ianguage is inadequate, but at tLte i
question what else I am looking for, Iike do I really want
another term?"

Wittig coasiders ]angUa€e to be "a,nother order of
materiality" and, as such, an institution that can be
radically transformed (Butler, 1990, 44). However,
figuring out what we mee.n by transforminglla,nguage is
no easyfeat. Langrage andl"buls, @

. We will a^lways leave someone out or

misrepresent with the labels we create. In creatin5f new
terms to incorporate more people, we autoinatically falI
ilrto the trap of sxsludin€ others. As such, we ca,n produce

a never-endin4! cycle of word creation that will always fail
to account for the people it excludes.



TtristswtrSr arr overwhelrrirgf number of acrorry:rns a,nd
narnes have developed within the queer community. We
continue to try to create new terms to account for those
who the old terrns have left out. cludith But'ler refers to
this phenomenon as the "embarrassin€ etG."(199O).
IMhile it is importa,nt to recogfrlze the restrictive a,nd
exclusionar5r nature of language, attemptingf to open up
langua€e throughword creation and "alphabet soup"
(GLBTQIA...) can be very inaccessible, and ultimatel;r
fails to dismarrtle tJre exclusion we seek to chantfe.

Anot'her chalrenge \,vith ctranglng to new word.s is that
they can feel artificiar. Even though the words that we
with our fa.mil5rmaynot be ideal, they are the terms that
we have decided bn together nnd, as such, we ereate a
rela,tionship with that langUage. So, even though the
creation of new words may be cl0ser to or:r fa,rnily reatity,
a chan$e to new ]a'gua€e may not feer comfortabre or
appropriate.

ven tJrese challenges, instead of lookipg to create new
sets of words, transforrnation may more effectively mee.n
broadenin€lour conceptions of fa,milytangUa€e to include
more opportunities for freedom of self-expression. To
create a context in which ilelf-determined identities are
respected. a,nd considered legitimate, and where the
gender binar;r is not assum.ed. Mainly this transforrnative
space cn.n be seen as a place to have your own realities
respected. and recogprized, where langua€e doesn't
eonstrtrct you to fit it, but you are free to choose a.nd
eonstntrct, fan€Ua€e to fit you.



"So manlt families, so many of us, are not in traditioltalr"
nuclear families and, yet, even though we don't have the
words to show it, these people are intensely important to

what exacily does an alternative fa,milylook iike? If you
teJre a look around, we see more "non-traditional" farnily
models thaa we e)rpect. rn maayways, the families that
have been constructed as on the margins and periphery
of t'he nuclear fa,mily are Efreater tha.n the center. As a
result, we will continue to see id.eas aadlanguagie around
wh'at ms.kes a "family" destabilize to include a.nd account
for the people who do not see themselves or their families
represented in ttris depiction.



5) Let people self-deflne. Don't make assumptions
about people's identities, pronouns, or families. By
doiagf so, you are helping to tra,nsform lanlluaffel
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